CHAPTER XVII

THIRD PARTY
INSURANCE FOR REACTORS

If a reactor is to operate safely, it must be governed by
efficient and effective controls. Equally, the controls, which may
not always be automatic, must be operated by employees. The
human element thus present may cause an accident. A control
may be removed accidentally as an instruction may be misunder-
stood so that a reactor runs away. If a runaway occurs then,
notwithstanding the policy of containment followed by the
designers, the shell of the reactor may give way and allowr
dangerous fission products in the form perhaps of gases or dusts
to escape into the atmosphere or of liquids into streams or sewers
in such quantities that very serious injury may be caused to life
and property over a wide area. The extent of the damage will
depend on the siting of the reactor (preferably remote from any
material centre of population), the meteorological conditions
prevailing at the time, and many other factors. At the best, the
amount of radioactivity released may be small and dispersed
by the wind over an unpopulated area with the liability limited
to compensation payments for injury to animals and possibly for
inability to use land and buildings until the radioactivity has
diminished sufficiently. This may take a long time. At the worst,
the volume of radioactivity emitted may be such as to cause
injury to many persons domiciled some distance from the reactor;
to render the land and buildings in the neighbourhood unin-
habitable for a long time, with the added danger of radioactivity
leaking through the affected ground to contaminate the water
in streams which may, in turn, affect food production and
industry far away from the reactor. There is every reason to
think that a disaster of this kind is unlikely, but naturally
reactor owners require very substantial limits of indemnity.

A situation commonly known as that of melt or runaway is one
most likely to give rise to a serious third party liability, since
it may be accompanied by the escape of a substantial volume of
fission products in the form of gas, dust or possibly liquid waste
products. A melt is said to have occurred when for some reason
or other a solid fuel reactor passes beyond control. There is then
a very rapid rise of temperature which results in the fusing of
the fuel elements (for example, uranium) so that the fuel can
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